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COLLECTION DESCRIPTION: THE STATE OF PLAY
Ann Chapman

Once upon a time most people had a good idea of what libraries, archives, museums and art galleries would contain. Libraries held printed materials in the form of books, journals, maps and music scores. Archives held a variety of materials such as letters, papers, legal documents, minutes of meetings, parish registers and other documents. Finally, works of art were found in art galleries and museums held a variety of natural and man-made objects. 

There were some known routes to finding them. There were directories of resources in particular fields. Researchers followed up references in books and recommendations from fellow researchers. And the general enquirer went to the nearest collection and asked the staff or perhaps consulted the catalogue. Today there are more potential destinations and travellers, but often lacks suitable roadmaps and signposts.

The range of resources held by collections has increased over recent years. Libraries now have sound and video recordings, and increasingly provide access to electronic resources. Some libraries provide access to learning objects (lecturers’ notes, reading lists and bibliographies, essay and work unit materials, self-test modules, etc.) held in an institutional virtual learning environment (VLE). Libraries, museums and archives now digitize parts of their resources to provide wider access to items, perhaps unique, to which only limited physical access can be provided.

Not only are there now more destinations with a wider range of materials, but user requirements vary. They can very not only from user to user but also from one particular need to another from the same user. In some cases material still needs to be consulted and studied directly, while in other cases alternative versions and surrogates may do. Users may be limited by time and/or money to using resources in a specific locality. Or they may want to check in advance that the collection or item is relevant to avoid wasted visits, and to know about any restrictions on the use of collections and materials.

The traditional users of collections tended to either have a specific focus (as with academic researchers, employment-based researchers or those with a serious ‘amateur’ interest) or to be members of the public using general collections for simple enquiries. Today, however, there are increasing numbers of new users; for example, school children working on curriculum-based projects, and people tracing family trees and local history. There is also the temporary interest stimulated by the media, as witness current interest in archaeology (inspired by programmes such as Time Team), Clarice Cliff pottery (Antiques Roadshow, etc.), the Titanic (films), and ‘life in Roman times’ or other times (through historical ‘reality’ and drama-documentary shows).

Users are looking for information at a range of levels. Both the very specific (have you got a copy of ‘Great expectations’ by Dickens) and the more general (what have you got on dinosaurs) can be answered using the library catalogue. On the other hand they may want to find books and articles on Clarice Cliffe, to discover further details of her life in letters, contracts for her designs, and to see examples of her work. The resources that satisfy the user might be a specific item (a biography, a letter, a birth certificate), a representative type of item (a teapot that is one of thousands produced), or a collection of items (a museum holding a range of examples of her pottery). Collection descriptions provide a useful first stage in the discovery process.

The discovery process
Irrespective of the resource (item, representative item or collection) that the user is searching for, the process is always the same – they want to discover, identify, select and retrieve.

The first stage is to discover: to find one or more resources that match the user’s search criteria. The user searching for information on Dickens may end up with references to printed texts, electronic texts, play-scripts, spoken word recordings, films, and collections of material on the author and objects that are associated with him. All, some or even none of the items may prove relevant.

The next stage is to identify: to confirm that a resource is what is being sought, or to distinguish between two or more resources. The user needs information that will identify a specific edition, a certain format, or the content of a collection.

The third stage is to select: to choose a resource that matches the user’s needs with respect to content, physical format, etc. or to reject a resource as inappropriate. This could be choosing or rejecting a specific edition, a particular format, or collection.

The final stage is to retrieve: to gain access to the resource required, through an appropriate method. The method of access will vary according to the resource – purchase, loan, study on site, or online access to a database or an electronic text.

Roadmaps and signposts
While the same underlying process is needed for all searches, the tools that support the search will vary. Heaney, in his analytical model of collections [1], identifies four types of collection description or finding aid.
	A unitary finding-aid describes the collection as whole (e.g. a directory of rare book collections, a database of collection descriptions).
	An analytic finding aid contains describes the individual items in a collection and their content (e.g. a library catalogue).
	A hierarchic finding aid describes both the collection as a whole and the individual items it contains (e.g. an archival finding aid).
	An indexing finding aid consists of information derived from the items in a collection, regardless of the content of the items (e.g. an automatically generated index of words occurring in a collection of digital documents).

Many users will move from one to another of these finding aids in the course of their search; having found details of a library collection in a collections database, they move to searching the library catalogue. Catalogues of item-level descriptions are a familiar resource, to an ever-increasing extent available in electronic form, and users are generally aware of the type of information they contain. Collection-level descriptions in printed directories are a less familiar resource, and the amount and type of information contained in them varies. Some simply provide location and contact details with no indication of what the collection contains, while others do give a brief description of content and material types held. In the last few years, a metadata schema to record collection description information has been developed, and recording this information in online databases has enabled users to search more effectively for collections.

The metadata schema
The RSLP (Research Support Libraries Programme) Collection-level Description schema [2] is a metadata schema that identifies specific elements or attributes of a collection. Originally developed for use by projects in the RSLP [3], it has since been used by a number of collection description databases. It implemented Heaney’s model of collections, but not in full. A fuller implementation in the form of another schema was developed at the same time for the SCONE database [4]. This schema is now being used in the Copac/Clumps CC-interop project [5]. Since both RSLP and SCONE schemas draw on the Heaney model, it is possible to map from one schema to the other in order to exchange data.

The RSLP schema [6] forms the basis of the Dublin Core Collection Description Application Profile (DC CD AP) currently being developed. DC application profiles extend basic Dublin Core for specific users; for example, application profiles for business, education and libraries are being developed. The Collection Description application profile records only the elements of the schema that directly describe collections – title, description, size, type of items, subject, etc. It omits the elements that describe associated agents (e.g. owner, collector, creator) since these are under revision by other Dublin Core working groups as they may be used in a number of application profiles.

In the RSLP schema pieces of information about a collection are called attributes. Each attribute has a label (e.g. Title) and a Resource Description Format (RDF) property (e.g. dc:title). The schema can be used to create a relational database to hold the descriptions but is not tied to any specific software.

The first group of attributes describes the collection or sub-collection. The Title attributes records the official name of the collection, while the Description is a piece of free text prose identifying the major features of the collection. The Strength attributes records the subject focus and depth, while Physical Characteristics identifies the format(s) of items in the collection. The range of dates over which a collection was put together or accumulated is recorded in Accumulation Date Range and the range of dates of individual items in the collection is recorded in Contents Date Range.

The second group of attributes provides searchable access points. Concepts holds keywords or subject terms relevant to the collection (e.g. topics, objects, places and time periods) and Language records the language (when relevant) of item in the collection. Names records personal and corporate names associated with the collection.

A third group of attributes record information about relationships between the collection being described and other resources. These attributes record whether there is a Sub-collection or a Super-collection (i.e. parent collection), a Catalogue, and any Associated Collections and/or Associated Publications.

The fourth group of attributes is concerned with the management of the collection. The Accrual status attributes records whether material is still being added to the collection and whether this is by purchase or donation, etc. Other attributes record the Legal Status of the collection and its Custodial History or provenance. Details of who is allowed to use the collection and under what conditions are recorded in Access Control, while Location attributes hold details of the physical or digital location, including postal address and access conditions (hours of opening, disabled access).

The fifth set of attributes records details about agents connected with the collection – the Owner(s), the Collector(s) and the Administrator(s). For each agent a number of attributes can be recorded: name, organization, role, and contact details.

The RSLP schema provides only the set of elements. It does not prescribe whether any element should be mandatory, or whether it can be repeated, or an exact way that data should be recorded in any particular attributes. This level of specification is left to the implementer, who may for example specify that controlled vocabulary must be used in a particular attribute; e.g. using the Art & Architecture Thesaurus (AAT) for terms in the Concept attribute.

Implementers sometimes include additional attributes, usually relating to collection management. It is also the implementer who decides how the descriptions are displayed to the user and it is possible to display different combinations of attributes to different users by setting up a number of search pages (so that the children’s search page would not display legal status, custodial history, etc.) and by providing tailored text for different users (children, adults, researchers) in the description element.

Collection description databases
Since 1999, a number of collection description databases have been created, the early ones as part of RSLP funded projects. Of those that now exist, some are still at an embryonic stage, some are complete and intend adding no further entries, others are available for use but have no funding for finding or adding further resources, and some have ongoing funding. As with all projects, it is easier (though not easy) to get funding for the initial work than maintenance funding for the longer term.

The following databases can all be accessed via the internet.

	RASCAL (Research and Special Collections Available Online) [7] focuses on humanities and social science resources in Northern Ireland. The database structure is based on the RSLP schema and the data was collected through a two-year mapping project, funded by the RSLP. It is managed by Queen’s University Belfast Information Services, which is committed to maintaining long-term access to the database and to ensuring that information remains current. Data will be revised and new collections added through an annual questionnaire survey.
	Backstage [8] is a cross-sectoral database of performing arts collections in the UK funded under the RSLP programme, and the database uses the RSLP schema. There is also an item-level catalogue, based on the ISAD(G) archival standard, for selected Higher Education collections (approximately half of the collections listed).
	Cornucopia [9] was developed by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA). The original database was developed independently of the RSLP schema, although some of the elements were the same. A new version based on the RSLP schema has been developed with input from the Crossroads project and launched in 2004. Initially set up with descriptions of registered museums only, work is now under way to include descriptions for publicly funded libraries and archives.
	Cecilia [10] is an online guide to music collections in archives, libraries and museums in the UK and Ireland. Funded by the British Library Cooperation and Partnership Programme, Resource (now MLA), the RSLP programme and the Music Libraries Trust, the project is administered by the United Kingdom and Ireland Branch of the International Association of Music Libraries, Archives and Documentation Centres (IAML(UK & Irl.) ). The database, based on the RSLP schema, contains descriptions of around 1,800 collections from 600 institutions. A second phase of the project is now being developed which will integrate the Cecilia descriptions into Cornucopia. This will provide long-term access to these descriptions as the MLA is committed to ongoing support of Cornucopia.
	Collections Wales [11] is a bilingual online database of descriptions of research collections in Wales. It was created using the RSLP schema with data from Mapping Wales, a Wales Higher Education Libraries Forum (WHELF) collaborative project funded by the RSLP. The database contains description of collections on a wide range of subjects and in a variety of formats, from printed materials and photographs to artefacts and electronic data.
	Crossroads [12] is a prototype website that contains collections related to the potteries industry in north Staffordshire, the result of a Resource funded project to investigate and create a working model for a web-enabled, cross-domain database of collections in museums, libraries and archives. The prototype database, the structure of which is based on the RSLP schema, has been used in the development of the new version of Cornucopia.
	EnrichUK [13] is a database providing the gateway to the lottery-funded collections of 150 sites developed through funding from the New Opportunities Fund NOF-digitise programme. All collections of digitized materials created as part of this programme now have entries in the database; as the digitization programme is complete there is no requirement to add further records.
	Revealweb Register of Suppliers [14] is a database of collections of materials that can be used by visually impaired people, such as Braille, Moon, spoken word recordings, large print, tactile maps, diagrams and other images, tactile and audio music scores and electronic texts. Descriptions are still being added, with the aim of making this a comprehensive resource in this field, as part of the Revealweb service run jointly by the National Library for the Blind (NLB) and the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) and funded by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) via the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA). Although initial descriptions are created by Revealweb staff, authorised logins and passwords mean that collection administrators can amend details in their own entry (except for the Title) themselves via the Internet.
	SCONE [4] is the Scottish Collections Network. It provides descriptions of collections held in Scottish libraries, museums and archives, and collections about Scottish issues held elsewhere.

Tap into Bath
A demonstrator database has been created for collections in the city of Bath as a collaborative project. Co-ordinated by the University of Bath Library and the Collection Description Focus [15], participants include the local record office, public, further and higher education, commercial and medical libraries, the local newspaper and a wide range of publicly and privately funded museums and art galleries. As a demonstrator the focus is on using best practice in applying the RSLP schema, and using open source software. Tap into Bath was launched in December 2004. [16] The process will be documented as a case study.

The Collection Description Focus (CDF) was set up on 1st June 2001 with the aim of improving co-ordination on collection-level descriptions, methods, schemas and tools and ensuring consistency and compatibility of approaches across projects, disciplines, institutions and sectors. The CDF provides support for UK projects actively involved in collection description work and for those investigating or planning such work.

Since its inception, the CDF has run a number of workshops, a showcase day and two briefing days, published briefing papers and case studies, and developed an online tutorial accessible from its web-pages.
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